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Although birth is considered one of the few universals of the human experience, Sheila Cosminsky illustrates through its rituals and traditions how childbirth is culturally informed.
Drawing on decades of fieldwork in a Guatemalan finca (plantation) and close connections with the two main comadronas (midwives) on that plantation, Cosminsky provides vivid examples of how pregnancy, childbirth, and to some extent motherhood are experienced by those who call the finca home. A central theme of the book is how the medicalization of childbirth-the promotion of hospital deliveries and medical intervention-has left both comadronas and mothers disempowered.
The book is organized into nine chapters. Chapters 1, 2, and 3 serve an introductory function, describing the work of midwives and the role they play in childbirth as well as the finca on which the midwives and the mothers live. In Chapter 3 we are introduced to María and Siriaca, mother and daughter midwives and the "heroines" of the book, who have delivered most of the babies on Finca San Luis since the 1970s.
In the subsequent chapters, Cosminsky details the work of the midwives, which is not limited to attending the birth, but also includes pre-and post-natal care. She carefully describes how midwives implement sacred cultural practices, shaped by both Christianity and traditional Mayan beliefs, to foster the well-being of mothers and their babies. Such rituals include pre-and post-natal massage, various herbal remedies, sweat baths, and prayers.
Cosminsky is careful not to glorify the practice of midwifery, especially in light of medical technology. However, she is thoughtful about promoting its advantages, especially the bond midwives form with the mothers and their incorporation of important cultural practices. As an alternative to implementing the universal guidelines of aid organizations, Cosminsky argues for culturally informed and realistic recommendations to reduce the friction between midwives and medical providers. Her recommendations, like allowing the midwife to accompany her patient in the hospital, not only validate midwives' work, but also maintain the relationship between the comadrona and the mother. As Cosminsky notes, despite a devaluing of the midwife's role in childbirth, Guatemalan hospitals do not have the resources to care for all of the country's women during labor and delivery. Instead of discouraging comodronas' contributions and closing midwifery training programs, the MOH should strengthen relations between midwives and other health care professionals, both when training midwives and providing maternal care.
One such initiative not mentioned by Cosminsky is Casas Maternas (birthing facilities; Stollak, Valdez, Rivas, & Perry, 2016) . Located in the highlands of Guatemala, Casas
Maternas presents an alternative model for providing indigenous Guatemalan mothers with a safe place to labor and deliver in an environment that respects and encourages the practice of cultural traditions. Curamericas, the international NGO that sponsors Casas Maternas, recognizes "that comadronas are inextricably embedded in the local culture and are thus essential partners [emphasis added] for improving maternal and newborn care" (Stollak et al., 2016, p. 116) . In a Casa Materna, the nurse, who performs most of the deliveries, is Mayan and speaks the local Mayan language. The staff receives a year of training from the MOH and a 2-month assistantship at a Casa Materna; a physician and obstetric nurse oversee that 2-month training. Many of the mothers interviewed about their experiences at their local Casa Materna suggested that these facilities provide an ideal setting, as they are situated within the mothers' communities and are respectful of local customs, yet they are medically equipped to treat mothers and babies in an emergency.
Cosminsky's observation that the inability of the many maternal health organizations to work together is a major barrier in their progress resonated deeply with us. In fact, Guatemala has more NGOs than any other Central American country (Allison, 2013 ).
Cosminsky's recommendation for these groups to work together to maximize their resources taps a much larger issue than maternal health. It raises important but often unanswered questions about how aid organizations' efforts can be best supported in a country like Guatemala. Recognizing similarities and maximizing strengths across organizations is central to successfully addressing the myriad issues championed by those groups. This message is among Cosminsky's most important contributions.
Beyond issues of maternal health, Cosminsky's account of midwives' work on a finca reveals deep-rooted prejudices that prevail in Guatemalan culture. First, midwives and mothers are disempowered in the birthing process because of their gender. This discrimination can occur in a healthcare setting when a physician interacts with his female patient (most doctors, especially in rural areas, are male) or when a husband's wishes supersede those of his wife.
Guatemala is a country bound by strict gender roles and machismo, which is associated with hypermasculinity, aggression, and the idea that women should be subservient to men (Gibbons & Luna, 2015) . Consequently, either with her doctor or her husband, a women's voice often goes unheard or her opinion discounted.
Ethnicity also contributes to women's disempowerment. Guatemala comprises two primary Cosminsky's (2016) book reminds readers of the importance of cultural context, even in the universal event of childbirth. Developmental and health psychologists will find the topics of maternal health and childbirth of interest. They will also appreciate the careful detail in which the author explains the intricacies of pre-and post-natal care that María and Siriaca have provided to Guatemalan mothers for decades. Finally, the messages that Cosminsky so clearly conveys about the role of tradition and cultural sensitivity and the limitations of NGOs and international aid organizations will resonate with researchers and practitioners who, in concert with culture bearers, work to make life better for people internationally.
